WATER      UNDER      THE      BRIDGES
under the Triple Alliance; and the other, in particular the more
military north, which ardently desired to fight Austria, to recover
Italy's irredenta, the Trentino and Trieste, and to exclude Austria
from the Adriatic. That and the question as to what Britain was going
to do were the burning topics of the hour. Personally, I doubt greatly
that the foreknowledge that we would intervene would have stopped
Germany. But of course it afforded a facile excuse afterwards for the
Germans to say "If we had only known" and to lay the blame on
Britain's hesitation for the outbreak of the war.
It was, of course, to avoid all possible chance of a similar charge
being levelled against us in 1939 that we gave in April of that year
our unilateral guarantee to Poland. It constituted, in effect, a danger
sign-post, "Thus far, but no farther," or it means beyond a per-
adventure war. Even so, to the end that arch-villain and warmonger
Ribbentrop never ceased to tell his master that when it came to the
point we would not fight. I do not think that he believed this himself
for a moment. Together with Himmler, he was a genuine and ardent
warmonger, and his only object in saying so was to encourage Hitler,
who hesitated to the last, and to drive him over the abyss into the
conflict with the British Empire which the war-party in Germany so
desperately desired and which, k was convinced, could so easily be
won. Be that as it may, in Rome in 1914 we had not long to wait,
and on the night of August 3rd-4th (after the invasion of Belgium had
turned the scale in the Cabinet, up till then greatly divided) we
declared war on Germany.
The first fortnight was a very hectic period at H.M. Embassy.
Thousands of British subjects were stranded in Italy and completely
destitute, since no Italian bank, except one enterprising firm at Leg-
horn, was prepared either to cash an English cheque or to change a
five-pound note or even gold into Italian currency. It took quite a
time to persuade the Banca Commerciale dltalia to agree to a working
arrangement guaranteed by the British Government to enable these
unfortunate travellers to get money to pay their passages back to
England. During those early days two of the Secretaries sat up also
all night at the Embassy to be ready to deal with any urgent messages
which might come in.
I happened to be on duty when the Goelen and the Sreslau made
their escape from the Straits of Messina. All afternoon hourly mess-
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